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  Tango Key


  February 6, 2017


  Luke Pierce drove like a madman through the Tango Key hills, his heart hammering, his hands gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white. The back road twisted and curved through ceiba trees so massive and lush that the branches weaved together overhead, blocking the view of his destination. The lighthouse. Old Post Road was the faster route, but not during the morning rush hour at the height of the tourist season.


  “C’mon, c’mon,” he muttered and floored the accelerator. The speedometer needle swung toward 100 and he entered a sharp turn, tires screeching.


  His cell rang, the call went straight to Bluetooth, and Josh McMullen’s name popped up on the navigation screen. “Luke, shit, you nearly here? We’ve got to move the body before the lighthouse opens at ten. I got a tarp we can wrap it in.”


  It was 9:09 right now. “I’m a minute away. Had to dig my rappelling equipment out of the garage, lost some time. Any change in the ET?”


  “It’s dead, Luke. It hasn’t moved since I first spotted it. I’m at the edge of the cliff now, staring at the damn thing down there, sprawled on that jut of rock. I took some pics, like you suggested. It’s… it’s grotesque. I don’t know how you’re going to be able to haul it up.”


  “How far down the cliff is it?”


  “Midway. Too far for me to reach.”


  “Okay, nearly there.”


  “Just pull into the vacant lot next to the lighthouse. That’s where I am.”


  The car screeched out of the turn, the overhang of trees ended, and there it was, the lighthouse perched on a cliff, the tallest and oldest structure on the island, rising against the clear blue February sky, an icon of an earlier time. Excitement and a terrible urgency surged through him. He’d been waiting for something like this his entire life. And how fitting that an alien body had been found this close to the lighthouse.


  For the dozen years he’d been investigating sightings, the lighthouse and the northwestern part of the island had been a focal point. But all the questions he had—how, where, when, and WTF—would have to wait. Right now, the most important thing was retrieving the body, then hiding it some place safe until he could notify his boss, Ted Fisher, and they could figure out what to do with it. No way would he allow this to go the way of Roswell, with the government and the military moving in and whisking the body away, then denying anything had happened.


  Pierce swung into the vacant lot, past half a dozen palm trees, and saw McMullen crouched at the open gate of the metal fence that ran along the edge of the cliff. Pierce honked and McMullen bolted up and gestured for Pierce to drive in closer. He brought the car right up to the fence, parked parallel to it, leaped out. McMullen, wearing his brown custodian uniform, hurried over, looking deeply shaken. “We gotta hurry, Luke. It’s nine-thirteen now.”


  “Need to get my gear.” His voice sounded calm, but his hands shook when he opened the hatch and grabbed the canvas bag that held his equipment. Yeah, he was rattled. “Those trees give us some protection from being seen by anyone driving past on Old Post. Any idea where we can hide it?”


  “Yeah.” McMullen moved alongside him to the gate. “Old freezer in the shed out back. We can keep it there till Wednesday, when the lighthouse is closed, then move it somewhere else. But fuck, Luke, this is… my God…”


  Pierce dropped his gear to the right of the gate, on top of the tarp McMullen had mentioned, and peered over the side. His breath exploded out of him and he nearly passed out. He rocked quickly back on his heels, eyes squeezed shut, hands gripping his thighs, shock shuddering through him. It’s real, don’t blow this. Get down there, retrieve it, hide it.


  He pushed his shock into a back room in his head, slammed and locked the door, then peered over the side again. He forced himself to notice the details. The body, which looked to be all bones, was about thirty feet below him, sprawled facedown on a jut of rock just like McMullen had said. It had a sprig of blue hair sprouting from the top of its head, super long legs. There was something odd about the backs of the knees, but he was too far away to be able to tell what it was.


  Its right foot was webbed, he could see that clearly, and its hands were thrust out in front of it. The left hand was webbed and it, like the right, featured four fingers and two thumbs. The skin was pale, like that of someone who had spent years underground. Pierce didn’t think this being was a Grey, the most commonly reported alien, the one whose terrifying face had graced the cover of Whitley Strieber’s book, Communion, years ago. Beyond that, he knew nothing.


  “Can you get down there?” McMullen asked anxiously.


  “Yeah. It shouldn’t be a problem.” Except it’s an alien. And he would have to touch it. Suppose it was still alive? “You’re sure it hasn’t moved? Or breathed?”


  “Not that I’ve seen.”


  Pierce unzipped his bag, pulled on his chest harness, a rappel belt, rigged the anchors, ropes. He kicked off his sandals, put on his climbing shoes, slipped on his helmet, gloves. He decided to take a second harness with him to put on the body so that he and McMullen could pull it up. But a lot could go wrong with that plan. A rope might get caught on rock, the body might swing, and slip out. And that would be it. Proof of alien life would plummet a hundred feet to the rocky beach below and that bony body would break apart. Just the same, he brought it along as a backup.


  “Keep your phone handy, Josh, in case you can’t hear me shouting. We may try to pull it up separately. I’ll have to, uh, see what the situation is.”


  The situation. He had never been in this situation. Never imagined it. Omega didn’t have a protocol for it in their handbook. But their primary directive was to get the body some place where it wouldn’t be found by those people who would take it away and deny its existence.


  “Hurry, Luke. We’ve got forty minutes till the lighthouse opens.”


  Pierce glanced out at the gulf and was relieved that he didn’t see any boats in the immediate vicinity. No telling what some fisherman might think if he saw someone rappelling down the face of the cliff. “Here goes.”


  He started down, eyes pinned on the being below him. The closer he got, the more freaked out and alarmed he felt. Where the hell had it come from? Given that one hand and one foot were webbed, it seemed reasonable to assume it had come out of the Gulf of Mexico. But how did it end up on this jut of rock seventy feet above the beach? Had there been a sighting this morning that he’d missed? Had the damn thing been dropped out of a craft?


  Stay focused.


  Despite the cool weather, he was sweating.


  Questions stumbled around inside him, screaming for answers.


  Right now, he and McMullen were the only people in the world who knew about this alien body. Once they hid it in the shed freezer, he would notify Fisher and his wife, Carmen. That would bring the count to four. And beyond that, he thought, he would have to get in touch with Sofia Lopez and somehow convince her to come back to work for Omega. She’d spent eight years working side by side with him and was the only psychic he knew or trusted who might be able to read an alien. But she hadn’t spoken to him since she’d ended their relationship a year ago and resigned from Omega.


  His feet touched the jut of rock, his heart pounded in his ears, the inside of his mouth flashed dry. Fuck, it’s two feet from me. “Easy, easy,” he murmured, and moved closer.


  He came along its right side, crouched, stared. No sign of clothing. But maybe the skin was the clothing, a body suit or something. Or maybe he’d watched too much Star Trek. He brought out his phone and snapped a dozen photos. Proof, these pictures were proof that he wasn’t hallucinating, that he was crouched next to an alien body. He removed his gloves, reached out to touch its back, but everything inside him recoiled and he jerked his hand back.


  You can’t move it without touching it.


  Slowly, he would do it slowly. Fingertips first.


  The alien’s skin felt cool, like the air. And smooth, almost silken, like a baby’s skin. Pierce trailed his fingertips up the back, to the tuft of blue hair. It felt strange to the touch, some strands like wire, others soft and pliant, others sort of oily.


  “Hey, Luke, you okay?” McMullen hollered.


  “Yeah. I’m…” Freaking the fuck out. “Just trying to figure out how to get it up there.”


  Pulse? Did it have a pulse?


  His fingers went to the alien’s neck. Nothing.


  Was is breathing? He pressed his ear to the alien’s back. Nothing.


  Did it have organs? A heart? Blood? He didn’t have any idea how he might determine whether it was unconscious or dead, so he touched the shoulder to turn it over. He did so carefully, afraid he might break one of its bones. Then it was on its back and everything inside of him went utterly still. It seemed his heart no longer beat, that he no longer breathed, that he’d flat-lined but was still conscious. If his body had been working the way it was supposed to, he would have leaped to his feet and scrambled up the side of the cliff. The only thing he could do was stare, then he remembered to breathe, and the scientist in him snapped to attention.


  The alien’s eyes, closed now, looked slightly larger than human eyes, but weren’t the huge almond-shaped horrors depicted on Greys. Its face was almost human except it had only a single nostril. Its long legs had dual knee joints, which was why they had looked so strange while it was sprawled face downward. Only one foot and hand were webbed. At its throat was an extra flap of skin, which also appeared on its right side. Amphibian? The only visible body hair was on its head, that odd blue tuft. Gender: unknown. No breasts, smooth skin between the legs, no genitals.


  Horror, then awe washed through him. He snapped two photos, zipped his phone into the back pocket of his jeans, then brought out the extra harness and tried to fit it on the alien’s body. But he couldn’t adjust it to fit. The being was too skinny.


  “Luke!” McMullen shouted. “Twenty minutes and counting till the lighthouse opens and this place is flooded with tourists.”


  Shit. Twenty minutes. Forget the harness. The best he could do with the time he had was to rig a rope around the alien’s waist, hope it didn’t slice the body in half, and connect it tightly to his harness. The body felt light enough so that he probably could drape it around his shoulders. As long as he didn’t screw up in his ascent and make any jarring moves, he could get to the top with the alien and himself intact.


  Maybe.


  “Luke, you okay?” McMullen yelled.


  “Yeah, nearly ready to come up,” he called back.


  He slipped his arms under the body’s back and slowly lifted it and draped it around his shoulders. It weighed—what? Sixty or seventy pounds? He could do this. He had to do it. But he couldn’t climb with just one hand, so he couldn’t hold on to its hand while he climbed. If the body fell back, away from him, or hit the rock, it might break apart.


  If, if, if. Just climb, he thought. Climb.


  He made the first ten feet without any problem. But the body shifted on his shoulders and he had to pause to adjust it. That sixty or seventy pounds started feeling excessive during the next ten feet and by now, perspiration poured off him and oozed into his eyes. He paused to wipe his arm across his forehead and eyes, then started up the final ten feet. He could see McMullen leaning over the edge of the cliff, hands extended for help if Pierce needed it.


  When he got to within a foot of the top, he realized the body had shifted too far to the right and he had to stop again to reposition it. McMullen shouted, “Grab my hand, Luke! I can help you up the rest of the way!”


  “Don’t want to let go of the rope.”


  He strained to make it another half foot, then McMullen took hold of the rope and pulled him up and over the lip of the cliff with surprising strength for a guy in his seventies. Pierce collapsed against the ground, gasping for breath, and McMullen moved the alien body off his shoulders and onto the tarp he’d spread out against the grass.


  Pierce lay there for a few moments, catching his breath, then ripped off the helmet, gloves, and unhooked himself from his gear. He left everything on the ground and hurried over to the tarp, where McMullen was removing the rope from the body. The old man looked up at him, shook his head. “I… damn… I never thought… what the fuck, Luke. Once we get it into the freezer, we’ve got to wait until the day after tomorrow to move it.”


  “Unless we move it tonight.”


  “Move it where?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Stretched out against the tarp, the body looked to be at least seven feet long, maybe longer. No telling what those double-jointed knees or dual knees or whatever they were could do. Jump great distances? Extreme heights? They rolled the body up inside the tarp, Pierce picked up one end, McMullen picked up the other, and they moved quickly toward the gate in the fence that surrounded the lighthouse. “Quickest way to the shed is across the back lawn,” McMullen said. “You reckon it’s alive in some way we don’t understand?”


  “No idea. Right now, this can’t go any farther than the two of us.”


  “Damn straight. We’d have the feds all over us.”


  “Or worse. Josh, was there a sighting earlier today that I didn’t hear about?”


  McMullen glanced back at him, surprised. “I thought you’d heard.”


  “I was on my way back from Key West when you called. I haven’t heard anything.”


  “Around eight-thirty, I was cleaning up the telescopes out on the porch and I saw this…ball of fire, that’s what I thought it was, plunging out of the clouds. Then I realized it was sunlight hitting what might’ve been a jet in big trouble, spiraling downward. It slammed into the gulf several miles offshore. I ran back inside to grab my phone and called 911. But the number was busy, so I’m guessing other people saw it hit the water.”


  That meant cops and paramedics were going to be combing the gulf in boats and walking the beaches on the western side of Tango, searching for survivors. “What time did you first see the body?”


  “A few minutes before I called you.”


  “Who else has access to the shed?”


  “No one. I’ve got the only key. I’m the lighthouse museum custodian. Technically, the mayor is my boss and has access to it, but he doesn’t give a shit about the museum.”


  They reached the shed, McMullen slipped a key into the padlock, and they walked into a surprisingly cavernous room. Air-conditioned, no windows, jammed with boxes and shelves filled with museum stuff—old maps, books, telescopes, ship logbooks. McMullen flipped on the lights, Pierce shut the door, and they moved the body over to the long freezer against the wall, set it down.


  It required a combination to open, McMullen keyed it in, and raised the lid. Not much food in here, but it was deep and they could arrange the several dozens bags of ice around the body and cover it with the tarp. “This will do, Josh. It’s long enough if we bend its knees.”


  “Let’s do it. We’ve got eleven minutes.”


  Tick-tock.


  Once the body was encased in bags of ice, knees bent, and covered by a tarp, Pierce shut the lid, McMullen keyed in the code, and on their way out, Pierce killed the lights. A car had pulled up to the front gate. “Who’s that?”


  “One of the clerks. She sells tickets. The guide should be showing up shortly.”


  “I’d better move my gear back into the car.”


  “And then?”


  “I have to make some calls. Let’s meet here early Wednesday morning.”


  “Six? It’ll still be dark then. We can move the body into the freezer in the employee kitchen in the lighthouse. It’s long and deep enough.”


  “Six it is.” Pierce slung his arm around the old man’s shoulders. “I’m going to see if I can get Ted Fisher to give the governor a call. He’s a big donor. They’re friends. Shut the lighthouse down for renovations or something.”


  “Good idea. Yeah, that’ll work.”


  “Now you’re part of Omega, Josh. I can’t thank you enough for everything.”


  “You kidding, Luke? This is the most awesome thing that’s ever happened to me. I’m thrilled to be a part of this.”


  He hoped that McMullen still felt that way if and when this whole thing slammed into a high strangeness that none of them had ever encountered.


  Part One


  TANGO KEY


  “If aliens visit us, the outcome would be much as when Columbus landed in America, which didn’t turn out well for the Native Americans.”


  - Stephen Hawking


  1


  February 8, 2017


  The closer Sofia Lopez got to Tango Key, the queasier she felt. Twice, she had started to turn back. But now only a few miles remained on the twelve-mile bridge that connected Key West and Tango. She again felt the simplest thing would be to make a U-turn as soon as she reached the island, then text Pierce and tell him she had changed her mind.


  But if she did, that decision would also impact her son, Mike, now trying to rearrange his schedule for the semester so that he could join her. Mike would tell her she was nuts, that it would be a bad move and she couldn’t afford to turn down the job Pierce had offered her.


  And he’d be right. With certain foreclosure on her Key West home in a matter of months, she couldn’t turn down Pierce’s offer of $250,000 for a week of her time. It wasn’t as if she had other options, like her parents. They had pretty much disowned her when she’d gone to work for Omega years ago. As strict Catholics, they believed that by investigating sightings, UFOs, and all the rest of it, she was colluding with demons, which qualified her for hell. Now in their eighties, her parents still lived in the Little Havana neighborhood where they’d been since they fled Cuba.


  The last time she’d spoken to her mother several months ago, her parting words were, I pray for you daily. Her father, now in advanced stages of Alzheimer’s, hadn’t said anything. He’d cried.


  Sofia shook off her depressing musing about her parents and thought back to her vision two days ago. She had seen two men carrying something wrapped in a blue, paint-splattered tarp. She hadn’t been able to see their faces, but had heard them whispering.


  You reckon it’s alive? the older man had said.


  No idea, the younger man had replied. Right now, this can’t go any farther than the two of us.


  Damn straight. We’d have the feds all over us.


  Or worse.


  There had been more to the vision than that, an old floor, a musty smell, the men’s fears, their urgency. Mike had helped her sort it out, just as he’d done since he was a kid. The two of them had sat at the kitchen table over a breakfast she’d whipped up, and he’d fired questions that prodded her to re-enter the vision in her head and flesh out details. They had talked about whether the vision was clairvoyant—something happening now—or precognitive, something that might happen in the future, but hadn’t come to any conclusion.


  Several hours later, when they’d been repainting the back bedroom, which she planned to list on airbnb to bring in extra income, Pierce had texted her. How much would you charge for a week of your time? Pierce, whom she hadn’t heard from in a year. Pierce, who didn’t bother with any prelude like, Hey, how’re you doing? Or: I know this is outta left field… Nope. Not Pierce. He jumped right in. She’d felt like telling him to fuck off and nearly deleted the text.


  Now that she knew she’d been seeing a future event—i.e. Pierce and her reason for being on Tango Key—she wondered why the vision had totally failed to show what Pierce had called the mother lode. If it was an artifact, then it ought to be tangible, something she could feel, touch, investigate. If it was ephemeral—a theory, speculation, another what if—then forget it. Omega would be paying her a shit ton of money for nothing.


  Bottom line: her unease was caused by Pierce’s involvement.


  The island now loomed before her, a picturesque green emerald floating in the endless blue of the Gulf of Mexico on a beautiful February morning. The breathtaking hills began just outside of the bustling marina to the south and reached their highest point, a hundred feet above sea level, at the north end of the island. Hills, she marveled. Cliffs. In the Florida Keys. Tango, a geographical anomaly.


  In between the island’s low and high points lay neighborhoods, equestrian farms, groves of mangos, citrus, papaya, three schools, a hospital, hotels, businesses, a small airport, and a wilderness preserve that covered much of the northern part of the island. In many ways, the self-contained world of Tango Key with a history as rich and quirky as its topography, was like her relationship with Pierce. Odd, uneven, strange, unpredictable. It seemed oddly fitting that they would see each other here for the first time in a year.


  She thought back to her first visit to Tango seven years ago, when she and Pierce investigated a UFO sighting with multiple and credible witnesses all over the island. Mike, just fourteen and on his spring break, was with her. He’d accompanied them around the whole island as they interviewed witnesses, studied witness videos, sorted through photos. Steve, her ex, had considered her work delusional and had objected to Mike being there. But he really didn’t have any say in it. He’d left them seven years earlier and was on a honeymoon in Europe with his new wife.


  Omega’s investigation of the Tango Key Lights had triggered her son’s interest in her work, her passion, and marked the beginning of the attraction between her and Pierce. She knew other sightings had occurred on Tango over the years, but the Tango Key Lights incident remained the most convincing. In the expanding annals of UFO sightings in the twenty-first century, this case stood out because there had been so many credible witnesses—police, pilots, engineers, scientists, individuals trained to distinguish farce from fact.


  Since she’d moved to Key West a year ago, she had been to Tango for the farmer’s market, art fairs, book fairs, concerts, day trips that invariably included a visit to One World Books, her favorite independent bookstore in the universe. But these trips always had been overshadowed by a nostalgia for her first visit here with Pierce.


  Once she escaped the crowded bridge of commuters and tourists, Sofia followed the GPS instructions to Gulf Avenue. It led her through downtown Tango, past businesses, restaurants, cafes, the marina and the seaport where cruise ships were anchored offshore. She hung a right finally onto Old Post Road. It twisted and climbed along the rocky western coast and at times was so steep she had to downshift her VW into second gear.


  She came out of a particularly sharp turn and there it was, the Tango Key lighthouse, rising a hundred and fifty feet at the edge of a cliff, majestic against the perfectly blue sky. Now a museum and an historic landmark, the structure was built by the Spanish in 1568, just three years after the founding of St. Augustine, the oldest city in the country. A large red sign, posted on the front gate, read CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE.


  Sofia swung into a culvert at the side of the road, stopped and snapped several photos of the lighthouse with her cell phone. She texted them to Mike.


  Arrived.


  Fits your vision, Mom. And it has plenty of history. Pirates, plundering, murder…. Is Luke meeting you there?


  That’s the plan.


  Why’s it closed?


  Don’t know yet. Will keep you posted and see you and Cooper later!


  The plan was that Mike and Cooper the dog would meet her at the lighthouse after he’d gotten his college stuff sorted out. With Pierce, she had insisted that Mike be part of this investigation, that he act as her monitor. Pierce had been offended at that.


  I thought I was your monitor.


  You were my lying lover who wasn’t honest about your relationship with your ex-wife.


  She pulled back onto the road, drove another three hundred yards, and turned into the lighthouse driveway. She felt alternately euphoric and depressed about seeing Pierce again and this seesaw in her emotions frustrated her. She only wanted to feel indifference toward him. Or anger. Even that would be preferable. She parked to the left of the CLOSED sign, yanked up the emergency brake, and texted Pierce. Am here.


  Be there shortly.


  Since Pierce was probably on island time, shortly could mean anywhere from five minutes to an hour. Sofia slung her bag over her shoulder and got out. The gate was electronically controlled and the iron fence that surrounded the lighthouse looked too formidable to scale even if she’d wanted to try it.


  So she walked along the northern side of the fence, through a field filled with weeds, that ended at a guardrail at the edge of the cliff. A sign here provided a short history of the lighthouse and noted that at one time, a stable had occupied the field where she stood. It had been burned down in the late 1600s by fundamentalist settlers who believed the stable was run by a coven of witches.


  Mike, a history major at the University of Miami, hadn’t told her about the witch part of the lighthouse history. Maybe he didn’t know about it. Or care. His interest had been the UFO sightings that had occurred around the lighthouse over the years.


  “Hey, Sofia!”


  She glanced around. Pierce bounded through the field in jeans and a windbreaker, a slender, agile man in his mid-forties who looked like a bearded businessman on vacation. A good cover for a UFO investigator and researcher. She insisted to herself that she didn’t feel anything at the sight of him, but her body betrayed her. Her pulse had quickened, she could actually feel the fevered sensations his hands had aroused in her in their three years together, and heard the soft whispers of his voice in the darkest pockets of the night.


  She waved and they met in the middle of the field. But instead of hugging hello or even shaking hands, they just looked at each other, their past now a mountain between them. His dark, curly hair shone in the morning light, his seductive mouth smiled.


  “Damn, it’s good to see you, Sofi.”


  “You too, Luke. It’s been awhile.”


  “Twelve months and three days since you quit us.”


  “But who’s counting, right?”


  He gave a quick laugh. “I’ve missed you.”


  “Ha. You’ve missed the information I provide.”


  “That’s cynical.”


  “But also true.”


  He reached for her hand and she didn’t pull back, didn’t stop him. His fingers touched hers there in the cool sunlight, in the middle of this deserted field. The touch softened her, just as he must have known it would, and the barrier between them suddenly didn’t seem quite as insurmountable.


  She noticed he no longer wore a wedding ring. “You got divorced?”


  “The day you quit, I took the damn ring off, filed for divorce, and she left.”


  Interesting, Sofia thought, and wished he’d done it when it would have counted. She reclaimed her hand. “When did you move to Tango?”


  “Two weeks after you resigned. They don’t care where I live. Besides, the Fishers are living here now.”


  Ted Fisher and his wife, Carmen, a Cuban-American, officially opened Omega fourteen years ago and one of the first people they had hired was Pierce, now considered an expert in this strange, rarefied field. Fisher had been investigating UFOs for years before that, but not in an official capacity, and Omega had given him that platform. Pierce had been teaching science at the University of Miami and had written several academic papers about what might occur when aliens and humans actually met in the real world. One of those had been picked up by a science magazine and because of it, Fisher had hired him.


  “Is their son living here, too? Is he still your boss?”


  Pierce made a face. “On paper. But he’s never around. He’s living in Miami with his family and runs the main office. Ted has made it clear I’m my own boss.”


  “Is he still an asshole?”


  “Yeah,” Pierce laughed. “Pretty much. Ted is the one who suggested I get in touch with you, see if you’d reconsider for this job. He insisted on the twelve-month contract as part of the deal.” He paused. “So remind me of the invaluable information you provided Omega over the years that makes me miss you.”


  By then, they were walking toward the lighthouse. “Remember that supposed artifact you brought back from Guatemala? My reading was that it was fake. Or how about the crystal skull Ted found in New Mexico? I told you guys it was a convincing fake. Then there was…”


  “Okay, you made your point.”


  “Hey, you asked.”


  They fell silent. When Pierce had recruited her, she and Mike had been living in the same place they had lived before her husband had walked out. She’d been teaching ESOL—English to speakers of other languages—through Dade County. On weekends, her time had been divided between Mike’s activities and her psychic work with a Miami UFO network. They had paid her, though not well, but she would have done the work for free. Her interest in the field had begun with a daylight sighting she and her abuelita—her grandmother—Rosa had when she was a kid.


  She’d met Pierce during a UFO conference in Hollywood, Florida, where she’d been one of the featured speakers alongside some of the luminaries in the field. She’d given a talk about how psychics might contribute to the research and had ended up doing her psychic carnie act on a lush back patio—fifteen minute readings for twenty-five bucks a shot. A tall guy wearing a blue t-shirt with three aliens on it—Greys with the huge almond-shaped black eyes—had sat down at her table.


  I want to know how you and I can work together. I was impressed with your talk.


  In that t-shirt he looked like a nut from one of the fringe groups that often attended UFO conferences. And who are you, exactly?


  Luke Pierce. I’m the lead investigator for Omega. He dropped a hundred dollar bill on the table. And I’d love to get a reading.


  As soon as she heard Omega, excitement coursed through her. So you’re testing me. Fair enough. I’ll need something you wear often, preferably metal.


  My cell? I practically live on it.


  Sure.


  She closed her fingers over the cell, adjusted her breathing, but for the longest time, nothing happened. Then she saw him as a young boy sitting in a yard, staring in wonderment at an object in the sky. Cigar-shaped. Brilliantly lit. Hovering. It looked identical to what she and her abuelita had seen that day in Little Havana so many years earlier. She described the image. Ever since that sighting, this work has been your greatest passion.


  She didn’t realize her eyes were shut until they opened and she saw the shocked expression on his face. I’ve never shared that incident with anyone except my parents, who applauded my imagination. When can you come to work for Omega as a psychic consultant?


  Today?


  He laughed and a handshake sealed the deal. She started working for Omega two days later, earning more than she’d ever made in her life. As a single mom, she had welcomed that spike in income.


  “So you’ve found—what, Luke?” The loaded question.


  “Something here on Tango.”


  “Connected to the multiple witness sightings two days ago?”


  He nodded.


  “I didn’t connect anything in my vision to those sightings. What were you and the older man carrying in that blue tarp?” she asked. “No, forget it. Let’s follow the same protocol we always did. Don’t tell me anything. I want to get a feel for things when we’re inside the gates.”


  “Sure. However you want to work this is fine with me.” He glanced at her. “What’d you pick up when our hands touched?”


  He asked with the eagerness of a little kid. “Nothing. I’ve never been able to read you very well. If I had, I would’ve known things with your ex weren’t exactly how you described them.” Okay, it was a low blow, but also happened to be true.


  “The whole marriage was fucked up from day one, Sofia. We never had a thing in common and the only reason I stuck around was because of our daughter. Then she’s the one who told me to just file for divorce because she couldn’t stand the bickering. Now she’s in college.”


  Sofia held up her hands. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Let’s keep things simple right now, okay?”


  “Fair enough.”


  “What college did she end up at?”


  “University of Florida. Veterinary school.”


  He punched in a code on the gate keypad and the old twin iron gates opened slowly, creaking like a sound effect in a horror movie. Her unease rushed back. Her temples throbbed. She nearly spun around and fled and perhaps Pierce sensed it. He touched her arm and they made their way up the winding sidewalk. “Is the lighthouse closed for repairs or something?” she asked.


  “Or something.”


  In other words, it was closed for the same reason they were here. “So now they close historic monuments for a government outsourced outfit that investigates UFO sightings?”


  “When the right people ask. And we’re not really government outsourced, you know. We help them out when we’re asked.”


  “Ted Fisher asked the mayor?”


  Pierce made a face. “Mayor Willford is no friend of Omega. He thinks we’re outliers. Ted asked the governor. They’ve known each other for years.”


  It felt odd to be alone with him here on this deserted piece of property, out in the cool February air, like they were the last two people on the planet. She knew he felt it too. Their mutual attraction felt visceral, like an electric current that danced and hummed and connected them just as strongly as it had the last time she’d seen him, in the parking lot behind Omega headquarters in Miami. She had been hurrying out to her car, carrying a large plastic container with her laptop and office supplies inside of it. He’d come running out of the building, shouting her name, and she’d stopped only when she reached her car.


  You resigned, Sofia? Why? Why would you do that?


  It’s the only way I can end our relationship.


  But why?


  Because you haven’t been honest about your marriage.


  She shook off the memory.


  “When is Mike arriving?” he asked.


  “Knowing Mike, later this afternoon. He’s bringing Cooper with him.”


  “Look, I know you and Mike and Cooper can drive home to Key West every night, but there’s an apartment above my garage you can use while you’re here.”


  The idea of staying might have thrilled her if the invitation hadn’t felt like another attempt at controlling her. “Thanks for the offer, Luke. We’ll play it by ear.”


  He unlocked the lighthouse door and they walked in. Stone floors, display cases, a gift shop, four telescopes set up on the balcony that overlooked the gulf. The stunning view of water and sky made her feel as if she were on a ship in the open sea. Colorful, tropical art and tasteful, framed antique maps decorated the walls. She felt like she had walked back into an earlier time, when this place had a lighthouse keeper who scoured the gulf for enemy vessels. The air was cool and quiet and yes, it smelled musty, just as it had in her vision.


  “This way,” he said.


  Pierce led her into a hall on the left and down a flight of stairs to an area with empty employee desks, computers, bookcases, filing cabinets. Sunlight spilled through a large window that faced the gulf, highlighting family photos and name plates on the desks. He unlocked a door on the right, flicked on all the lights. An employee kitchen. Fridge, stove, sink, dishes, a table, and a long, padlocked floor freezer against the wall.


  When Pierce went over to the freezer, her earlier queasiness roared back. The muscles in her legs tightened. Why would he store an artifact from a crash site in a freezer?


  Sofia hung back, watching as Pierce unlocked and removed the padlock, raised the freezer’s lid. She didn’t move. Dread churned across the pit of her stomach. She knew that if she approached the freezer and peered inside, she would be committing to an irrevocable path. There would be no going back. Whatever the freezer held would captivate her completely. But she’d known that when she’d answered his texts.


  “You going to take a look inside?” he asked.


  “I did once and my whole life got turned upside down.”


  Pierce frowned, the vivid blue of his eyes dimmed. He didn’t understand the reference. “Which case was that?”


  “You, Luke. How the hell can you be so dense?”


  “Oh.” He looked embarrassed, then touched his hand to the edge of freezer. “Trust me, Sofia. This is way stranger than I am.”


  She hesitated, then moved forward, and looked down. Everything inside of her went motionless—her heart, breath, lungs, the rushing of blood through her veins. She gasped, her knees turned soft, she grabbed onto the edge of the freezer to keep herself upright. “Holy fuck, Luke.”


  She felt lightheaded, started hyper-ventilating and knew she was on the verge of passing out. She slammed the lid shut, spun around, bent forward at the waist so blood flowed into her head. She dropped to the floor and forced herself to breathe slowly and evenly until she was no longer lightheaded. Her mind raced, questions without answers stampeded around inside her. Leave now and leave fast. She pressed her hands against the floor to push herself to her feet, but her muscles refused to work.


  Pierce dropped to a crouch beside her. “You okay?”


  “I… need some info.”


  “You said you didn’t want me to tell you anything, that I should follow the old protocol.”


  Sofia looked at him, Pierce with that square, stubborn, bearded jaw, dark, windblown hair now threaded with gray, those intense blue eyes, that sensuous mouth and those hands that once had excited her beyond anything she’d ever known. “Forget the old protocol. This is…” She pressed her hand to the freezer. “Without precedent. Old rules out the window. Why isn’t this place swarming with feds? The military?”


  “Because only four people know about it—five now, counting you. And when Mike gets here, it’ll be six. And your dog will make seven.”


  “Wherewas it found?”


  “On a jut of rock halfway up that cliff out there.”


  “By who?”


  “The lighthouse/museum custodian, old dude I got to know because I use the museum’s library so often. He called me when he found it. I rappelled down the cliff and retrieved it. We hid it in an air-conditioned, locked storage shed at the back of the property until today, when the lighthouse is closed.”


  She could see him doing this, rappelling down the side of the cliff like he’d been doing it his entire life. Give him a goal, a target, and he would find a way to reach it. She, on the other hand, knew her limits. “I don’t think I can do this, Luke.”


  “Of course you can.”


  “You guys needs to hire someone else. I know a couple of really great psychics who would be ideal for this.”


  She got up, surprised that her legs could now move, that her breathing and heartbeat were normal, that whatever had afflicted her minutes ago had vanished so completely it was as if none of those sensations ever existed. She grabbed her shoes, her purse, and headed for the door.


  Pierce hurried after her, clasped her arm gently. “Please, Sofia. Please reconsider.”


  She turned, faced him, and instantly regretted it. The expression on his face was that of the man she’d once loved—and, if she were honest with herself, still loved.


  “Look,” he said, “I know it hasn’t been easy for you financially since you left Omega, that you’re in deep shit financially and…”


  She wrenched her arm away. “You ran a check on me? Seriously?”


  “I wish I could say it was Ted’s idea, but it was mine. I… I needed to know what it would take to get you here.”


  “Christ, Luke, that’s really unfair. I would have come just because you’d asked. This work is also my passion, you know.”


  “Yeah, and when you were on the Tango bridge, you might’ve had some major second thoughts and turned around. I figured you would need a kick in the ass incentive and I had to know what that was.”


  How well he understood her, she thought.


  “Look, I can pay you more to see this through to the end. It would mean a two-year contract, but would enable you to pay off your house, your debt, and leave plenty left over to do whatever you wanted with the rest of your life.”


  “You’re trying to buy me off, Luke.”


  Exasperated, he burst out, “I’m trying to make this job tenable for you. I can’t just bring in some other psychic who…”


  “What you’ve offered is fine. Better than fine.” She threw her hands up in front of her, a gesture with an unequivocal meaning: back off. “But I have some conditions.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t know if I can read that…body in the freezer, okay? I’ve been so off on reading my own life, sensing my own future, that I got myself into a financial mess. So, my first condition: I’ll do my best, but no guarantees.”


  “Okay. What else?”


  “Nothing happens between the two of us. I just… can’t have that emotional entanglement.”


  “I don’t like that one at all. But I get it. I didn’t give you too many reasons in the past to trust me. What else?”


  “You’re missing the point, Luke. What went wrong between us is that you lied to me. Don’t lie to me. About anything.”


  “Okay. You have my word.”


  “And Mike has full access to whatever we know.”


  “I already agreed to that when we spoke earlier. Is that it?”


  “I think so.”


  “The money, by the way, has already been wired to your account.” Pierce extended his hand. “Is a handshake good enough for now?”


  Sofia nodded and they shook.


  She felt a quick, sharp sensation in that touch, that electrical current, and thought it boded well for what lay ahead. I can do this, she thought, and she and Pierce walked back into the employee kitchen.
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  Now that they had agreed on terms and conditions, doubt crept through her. Had she just sold out? Compromised herself beyond redemption? Was she taking advantage of Pierce and Fisher, the two men who had been enormously helpful to her when she worked with Omega? If they’d been feds who intended to hide or get rid of that alien body then yes, she would be selling out by accepting anything from them. But she knew that was the last thing that Pierce and the Fishers would do.


  In the kitchen, Sofia slipped off her shoes, dropped her handbag on the table, and joined Pierce at the front of the freezer. She raised the lid and stared at the frozen entity in a transparent body bag. A thin, long being.


  It lay on the floor of the freezer, surrounded by bags of ice, frozen loaves of bread, meats, fish. It didn’t look anything like the usual images of aliens. It wasn’t a Grey. Its face reminded her of a grasshopper’s, insectile, and its thinness was like the body of a dragonfly. No wings, but those weird twin thumbs really disturbed her. What could you do with four fucking thumbs? And the flipper foot and webbed hand and the gill at the throat all suggested this alien had been amphibious.


  Conflicting emotions swept through her—horror, intrigue, nausea, excitement, revulsion. When she’d worked for Omega, she’d seen numerous sketches and drawings of aliens. But this… seeing an ET in the flesh… was altogether different. Sofia stared at its dual-jointed knees and recalled drawings of ETs made by children at the Ariel primary school in Ruwa, Zimbabwe during a mass sighting in 1992. More than sixty children claimed to have seen a disc-shaped object land behind the school during the morning break time. Two strange beings were reported, one of which approached the children. Several of the sketches the children at Ariel had done included a being with dual jointed legs, like this entity. She started feeling lightheaded again, looked away. “Omega finally has proof, Luke.”


  “Yeah. And if we release it, we’ll end up like John Mack.”


  Mack, a professor of psychiatry at Harvard and a writer and researcher in the alien abduction phenomenon, had died under suspicious circumstances in 2004, when he’d been hit by a car while crossing a street in London. Speculation was that a covert government agency had killed him to shut him up. But long before she and Pierce any of them were knocked off, she thought, the U.S. military or agents from some other government faction would sweep in just as it had at Roswell and other sites over the decades and the evidence would vanish. “So what’s your plan?”


  “I stored dozens of photos on the Dark Net and sent them to Ted Fisher. I haven’t heard back from him, he’s traveling. But he’s supposed to be back tonight or tomorrow. He’ll probably want the body moved elsewhere.”


  Fisher shared their belief that extraterrestrial life existed, but that the evidence had been covered up by various governments with disinformation campaigns, ridicule, propaganda. The idea behind the cover-ups, she thought, was that the public wouldn’t be able to handle the truth. This excuse was clearly absurd because thanks to countless Hollywood depictions of aliens and their invasions, the majority of the public already believed.


  The bottom line was that the covert agencies keeping the truth under wraps did so because they hoped to weaponize whatever technology they might be able to glean. They also knew a discovery like this would shift everything in a heartbeat—science, politics, religion, psychology, cultures. In short, they believed it would result in global collapse and bedlam. The deeper truth, though, was how such knowledge would impact every individual personally.


  She brought out her cell, snapped photos, and would send them to Mike later, from her own dark corner of the Internet. “When you brought it up from the cliff, was it alive?”


  “It wasn’t conscious. I had no idea what to look for in terms of life or death. Does it have a heart that beats? Blood? Organs? I don’t know. There’s no X-ray machine here. No MRI, no CAT scan. When we moved it out of the storage shed, the body wasn’t decomposed, it had been in an old freezer. Tell me what you can, Sofi.”


  “Can we lift it out? Set it on the floor?”


  “Sure. It isn’t very heavy.”


  He reached into the freezer, picked up the ET gently, reverently, and set it on the floor between them. It might not weigh much, but she guessed its long legs put its height at seven or more feet. She didn’t want to touch it, didn’t want to know its story, didn’t want to walk through this door. But her didn’t want was overpowered by her I gotta know.


  Sofia sat back on her heels and peeled the body bag down to the being’s feet—and the webbed toes on its right foot. Her heart pounded as she brought her palms to the sides of the ET’s face, the skin as soft as rose petals. She might not be the first human being to touch an alien, but she suspected she was the first psychic to ever do so.


  She waited—and nothing happened. No physical sensations, no impressions or images, no clicking sounds in her ears. The alien body could have been just a weird-looking movie prop. “I’m not picking up anything, Luke.”


  “Because it’s dead?”


  “That shouldn’t make a difference. I’ve read bodies in the past.”


  “Take a breather or something.”


  “I just started. I don’t need a breather.”


  She started to slip her hands to the ET’s blue hair and discovered she couldn’t move them at all. Her hands and arms didn’t work—not a muscle, not a single joint. Some force or power kept her hands against the being’s face like a magnet holding iron. “What the hell,” she said, then panic poured through her and behind it, rushed images of the craft plunging out of the sky, swirling into a death spiral. Suddenly, Sofia was there, inside the ETs craft, experiencing what the ET did as it struck the water.


  A fire breaks out in the craft. Panicked and terrified of burning to death, Mira slams her body repeatedly against the hatch until it finally opens. The webbing between her fingers and toes snaps into place, her third eyelids roll across her eyes, the flaps of skin at her throat and side flutter open.


  She shoots into the salt water and the pressure of the gravity nearly crushes her. Her body struggles to adjust, strength pours into her arms and legs, the flaps at her throat and side open and close, allowing her to breathe underwater. She’s as much a creature of the sea as she is a creature of the earth. But it’s not enough, she feels as if an unendurable weight pushes her down, down, intent on drowning her.


  Above her, the craft keeps burning.


  Her feet sink into the soft, cold sand that eddies and shifts and threatens to bury her. In a last, desperate burst of strength she propels herself upward, swimming frantically. Her dual knee joints enable her to leap like one of the strangest insects on this planet, a grasshopper. She catapults out of the sea and lands clumsily on a jut of rock on the face of a cliff. She crawls frantically forward, as far as the rock will allow, then collapses, too weak to become fully air-breathing again. As she gasps for air, she watches her craft sinking. Her scream for help bursts out of her…


  Then the force released Sofia’s hands and she fell back, legs flopping out in front of her, back and head hitting the floor. Air rushed from her lungs. She lay there, stunned and wheezing, her vision blurred.


  Something had happened to one of her hands, Sofia felt it, like gum stuck between her fingers. She knew she should look, check it out, but didn’t have the strength. It was as if the muscles in her arm had atrophied and her will had been squashed.


  C’mon, do this. Lift your goddamn arm.


  And finally, she did. Her arm felt as heavy as wet cement. But when she saw her hand, the webbing between her fingers, a scream clawed its way up her throat. It never reached the air. She passed out.


  The Fist of Destiny


  I understand now. She has The Sight and when she touched me, she was able to see the crash of my craft, the fire that broke out, my escape. She believes I suffocated to death on that cliff and that is to my advantage. Only so much I can do in this dormant state until my body heals, but I may have changed her enough to establish a rudimentary basis for communication and control. Her webbed foot is our connection.


  Sofia, Sofia. I like her name, how it sounds in my language, like a series of notes that create a music so seductive that even dolphins and whales will hear it and obey. She will make a perfect host for me.


  Once I take on her appearance and she takes on mine, her skills will become mine. I will gain her Sight. The people she loves will love me. Her son, ex-lover, parents, the people around her will be fooled. I don’t know about the dog. My tribe’s experiences with these creatures is limited. In our world, there is not enough land remaining for dogs or any other land creatures this planet has. If the dog becomes a problem, I’ll eliminate it.


  I suddenly hear the call of Acia, my equal in the tribe, who is in charge in Cuba. Her voice sweeps through the telepathic web that connects all of us. Mira, you must stay where you are, change the woman with The Sight, then come here as human. We need one like her.


  You don’t tell me what to do, Acia. I know what to do. How many has the tribe transformed in Cuba?


  Not as many as we would like. For some, the metamorphosis is slow.


  Your job is to take as many humans as possible. When I am healed, I will do what circumstances and opportunity permit.


  But we need a human on our side with The Sight, we…


  Enough. I disconnect from the web. I do not have the strength to argue with her. Perhaps being in charge of the tribe in Cuba has convinced her she rules us all. I open a private channel in the web to Lotus, my advisor and friend. What is wrong with Acia?


  She is failing at what she is supposed to be doing. Fear cripples her. She hides all day in the caves, watching the ones we are transforming as they become more and more like us, watching our kind take on human appearances. She despises how humans look, she tortures some of them. Please get here as quickly as you can, Mira.


  I must heal first.


  How badly are you injured?


  Badly. Am dormant now. It takes most of my strength just to hold Sofia’s webbing until it begins to grow capillaries and veins and become a permanent part of her. Do not let Acia torture the ones who are changing. We need them. We need as many as we can successfully take.


  Some of the humans are going mad. Those who now have gills claw at themselves. Others try to escape the caves. I will do what I can. Heal quickly. Acia suspects I am speaking to you on a private channel, so I will detach now.


  Wait! If Acia goes completely out of control, have Jez eliminate her.


  Jez, one of our warriors.


  Okay. It is not at that point yet, but I will speak to him, have him follow her.


  We need this world, Lotus.


  I know. Until soon.


  Our world is a parody of this world’s science fiction movies. It’s mostly water, inundated centuries ago when its axis tilted and lakes and rivers and streams poured into oceans and seas and turned salt to brine, killing off marine life. Our air is toxic, our food sources are limited to crops grown on islands that don’t exist in our own time, to cloned marine life farmed in other times. We have evolved from chaos, three billion of us left from nine times that, have developed skills that enable us to survive, but we lack The Sight. We cannot see our own future. We no longer reproduce and it is our hope that we will be able to reproduce with the humans we transform. Hybrids.


  I transmit a message through the web to the entire tribe. Information moves through it faster than the speed of light. Maintain resolve. Take as many as possible. Do not torture. That island is already ours.


  The web trembles and shudders. My message has been heard. I detach from the web.


  I’m not sure what happened to my craft, why the navigational system failed. But I’m so close to Cuba that when I am fully healed, I will be able to get there even if Sofia is only partially changed. She will facilitate that journey. The crushing weight of this planet’s gravity has killed many of us, but now that her transformation has begun with the webbed feet, it will be easier for my body to adjust.


  So perhaps the fist of destiny determined my crash here. Acia is correct about one thing. The tribe needs someone like Sofia, someone with The Sight. Her skill will enable me to lead my tribe to the conquest of Cuba and from there, the world.
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  Pierce stared at her. One moment she had rocked away from the ET, fallen onto her back, and lay there, breathing hard. Then she had lifted her hand—and passed out.


  “Fuckfuckfuck… Sofia.” Pierce touched her shoulders. “C’mon, snap out of it.”


  He leaned over her, made sure she was still breathing, slipped his hands under her head. He lifted it and set it on his thigh and smoothed her dark hair off her forehead. He longed to press his mouth to her beautiful skin, to trace the shape of her mouth with his thumbs. But he was afraid that if he did she might suddenly stop breathing.


  “Hey, if you… die on me, I’ll… I’ll…”


  What? Just what the hell would he do? Scream at her? She would laugh at him from the afterlife.


  Her eyes flitted back and forth beneath her lids, as though she were dreaming. Her breath remained soft, even. Pierce moved her head from his thigh, set it carefully on the floor, got up. He stepped over the alien to the freezer. Lid up. He broke open a six pack of frozen water, pulled out a bottle, moved back to Sofia’s side and rolled it across her face, her forehead—and the webbed fingers of her left hand.


  No wonder she’d passed out.


  He glanced down at her feet. The toes on her right foot were webbed. Just like the alien’s right foot.


  Webbed. “Fuck.” Pierce rocked back on his heels, unable to wrench his eyes away.


  He slipped his fingers under her hand and raised it. The webbing was grotesque yet eerily beautiful, thick but translucent, and extended from the upper joints in her fingers and down the length of them. Terror crawled through him. What happened here?


  He touched the webbing. The skin felt tough, resilient, but lacked any network of capillaries or veins.


  Document everything. It helped to take photos, made him feel useful and less freaked out. In his eight years of working with her, knowing her, loving her, he had witnessed a lot of strange things. But never anything like this, where she took on a physical manifestation of whatever she had tuned into. Remorse filled him. He should have just let her leave. Shouldn’t have contacted her at all.


  He pressed the bottle of water to her forehead. She twitched. Pierce spun off the bottle’s cap and ran over to the microwave, hit defrost, melting the ice enough so she could sip it. He hurried back to her side. Blood had drained from her beautiful face, her right foot twitched, as if the webbing was painful. He couldn’t understand how this had happened. None of it was possible.


  Then again, mainstream science insisted that man was alone in the universe and that the alien on the floor couldn’t possibly exist. He lifted Sofia’s head, touched the bottle to her lips. “Drink a little, Sofia, c’mon.”


  When she didn’t, he dabbed cold water on her lips, poured some on her face. She didn’t move. His alarm deepened. He considered taking her to the ER, but how would he explain the webbing? It happened when she tuned in on an alien.


  “Shit, shit.”


  Pierce examined her webbed right foot, the sole, the top of it. He ran his fingers over the webbing here, too, and thought it felt thicker. He took photos, lifted her foot and propped it on his thigh. He shone his cell’s flashlight at its underside. Translucent. And again, the light didn’t reveal any capillaries or veins.


  He tried
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